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Dancing in the Shadows:
Ritual, Drama and the performance of Baptisms in the Digby
Conversion of St. Paul and Philip Massinger’s The Renegado.
Matthew C. Hansen
Boise State University

The anonymous Digby Conversion of St. Paul aims at historical verisimilitude

in order to distance the on-stage baptism the play contains from the rite as
performed in early sixteenth-century English churches. Philip Massinger’s The
Renegado (published 1624), presenting the conversion and baptism of a Muslim
woman, employs specific details to establish the baptism performed on stage as
a rite that, while efficacious within the contexts of the play, is markedly different
in substantive performance than the form of baptism presented in the 1559 Book
of Common Prayer.  Both plays frame the dramatically significant and sensitive
performance of the religious rite in ways that draw deliberate attention to its
distance from the rite that the respective audiences of these plays would have
understood and known as a significant reality of their everyday lives.  In framing
these on-stage ritual performances in these ways the authors demonstrate a
powerful awareness of how ritual language operates according to the much later
codification and explanation of language effects articulated in speech act theory.
Between the idea
And the reality
Between the motion
And the act
Falls the Shadow
		
					

T.S. Eliot
The Hollow Men (1925)1

It has become a kind of commonplace of much New Historicist

criticism that the onstage performance of religious rituals on the
early-modern English stage was legally forbidden. One can certainly
find instances of scholars asserting this to be the case, but those who
make such claims fail to provide evidence of an explicit declaration
of illegality.2 Perhaps this supposed prohibition stems from a
1 T.S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962 (London: Faber & Faber, 1974), 91-2.

2 In her excellent edition of Romeo and Juliet in the Bedford/St. Martin’s Texts and
Contexts series, Dymphna Callaghan twice proclaims (neither time with any citation)
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very broadly defined understanding of Elizabeth I’s 16 May 1559
proclamation that led to the licensing of plays, wherein performers
of interludes were expressly forbidden to perform plays “wherein
either matters of religion or of the gouernaunce of the estate of the
common weale shalbe handled or treated, beyng no meete matters
to be wrytten or treated vpon, but by men of auctoritie, learning and
wisedome, nor to be handled before any audience but of graue and
discreete persons.”3 The 27 May 1606 “Acte to restraine Abuses
of Players” which made it an offence to “jestingly or prophanely
speake or use the holy Name of God or of Christ Jesus, or of the
Holy Ghoste or of the Trinitie” in a stage play, on penalty of a £10
fine, reveals an awareness that the language of the stage had obvious
limits.4 The Act for the Uniformity of Common Prayer that opens
the 1559 Prayer Book suggests that the presentation on-stage of any
rite described in the book may be forbidden:
And also that if there shall happen any contempte or irreverence
to be used in the ceremonies or rites of the Church by the
misusing of the orders appointed in this book, the Queen’s
Majesty may, by the like advice of the said comissioners or
metropolitan, ordain and publish such further ceremonies or
rites as may be most for the advancement of God’s glory, the
edifying of his Church, and the due reverence of Christ’s holy
mysteries and sacraments.5

Is the presentation of the rite of Holy Matrimony or the Ministration
of Baptism inside a play necessarily a “misuse” or a deliberate act of
“contempte or irreverence” according to the Act for Uniformity?
Potentially, yes, but that it clearly or certainly was, is less
decided. There is also the suggestion here that if the Prayer Book

that the on-stage performance of religious ritual was expressly prohibited: “Similarly, the
religious rituals, prohibited by law from being portrayed on stage (the wedding, the funeral)
had also undergone remarkable transformation in the Reformed church” (34). “Religious
rituals were, in any case, prohibited from the Renaissance stage” (305). This is presumably
a kind of extension of the claims of Louis Montrose and Stephen Greenblatt regarding the
role of a secular theater in Renaissance England providing a substitute for the lost rituals
of Medieval Catholicism.
3 E.K. Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage, 4 Vols. (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1923), 4:263.
4

Chambers, 4:338-9.

5 Booty, 13.

Quidditas 30 (2009) 58
rites are so abused as to be stripped of their significance that the
Church will devise new ceremonies to replace those that have been
rendered meaningless through abuse. If, as Stephen Greenblatt
and Louis Montrose contend, religious ritual performance was
evacuated by the emergence of a secular age and replaced by the
performances of the theater, why did the Church not respond with
a new set of rituals as the Act of Uniformity clearly reserved the
authority to do?6
The absence of fully performed religious rituals on the
Renaissance stage may be more plausibly understood as an act not
of forced restraint issuing from a centralized authority but of selfimposed censorship emanating from veneration of ritual language
and thus as an index of how early modern thinkers and writers
internalized the power of speech acts and performatives – formulas
of language that do not merely say or describe things but do things
such as create obligation (in the case of a marriage, for example) or
otherwise symbolically transform an individual through ritual signs,
including language, and tokens.7
An example of the latter is the ritual of Christian baptism.
In the wake of the Protestant Reformations in England, the on-stage
representation of religious rituals such as marriages and baptism
counted for a great deal and may indeed have come sufficiently close
to the prohibited “matters of religion” singled out by Elizabeth I’s
6 Louis Montrose, “The Purpose of Playing: Reflections on a Shakespearean Anthropology,”
Helios n.s. 7 (1980): 51-74; and Stephen Greenblatt, “Shakespeare and the Exorcists,”
Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance England
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 94-128.

7 Current scholarship on the mechanisms of state censorship in the Elizabethan and
Jacobean period suggests that the system was far less pervasive and successful than
once thought; see especially Deborah Shuger, Censorship And Cultural Sensibility: The
Regulation of Language in Tudor-Stuart England (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006).
Important work informing my thinking on the effect of censorship on the representation
of performative ritual language includes N.W. Bawcutt, The Control and Censorship
of Caroline Drama: The Records of Sir Henry Herbert, Master of the Revels, 1623-73
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996); Cyndia S. Clegg, Press Censorship in Elizabethan
England (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1997); Cyndia S. Clegg, Press Censorship in
Jacobean England (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001); Janet Clare, Art Made Tonguetied by Authority: Elizabethan and Jacobean Censorship (Manchester: Manchester UP,
1990); Janet Clare, “Censorship and Negotiation” in Andrew Hadfield, ed., Literature and
Censorship in Renaissance England (Houndmills; Palgrave, 2001) 17-30; and Richard
Dutton, Mastering the Revels: The Regulation and Censorship of English Renaissance
Drama (London: Macmillan, 1991).
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1559 proclamation. Certainly there are no fully performed on-stage
marriages in the extant corpus of dramatic texts from this period; but
what of baptisms? While baptisms are largely absent, two texts—
one that pre-dates the Elizabethan proclamation and one that follows
it by approximately 60 years—reveal insights into the specific limits
of what could and could not (whether as a result of state-sponsored
censorship or self-restraint) be shown on stage as representations of
the baptismal ritual.
The anonymous Digby Conversion of St. Paul aims at
historical verisimilitude in order to distance the on-stage baptism
from the rite as performed in early sixteenth-century English
churches. Philip Massinger’s The Renegado (published 1624),
presenting the conversion and baptism of a Muslim woman, employs
specific details to establish the baptism performed on stage as a rite
that, while efficacious within the contexts of the play, is markedly
different in substantive performance from the form of baptism
presented in the 1559 Book of Common Prayer, the only sanctioned
and recognized form of the ritual performance.
Both plays frame the dramatically significant and sensitive
performance of the religious rite in ways that draw deliberate
attention to its distance from the rite that the audiences of these
plays would have understood and known as a significant reality of
their everyday lives. Thomas M. Greene argues that the playful
allusions to ritual and the ad hoc improvisations of alternate forms
of ritual invented for inclusion in plays and texts of the Renaissance
are parodic and constitute important evidence for the antilurgical
thrust of the Reformation.8
I wish, however, to argue the opposite, to suggest that the
8 Thomas M. Greene, “Ceremonial Play and Parody in the Renaissance,” in Urban Life in
the Renaissance, ed. Susan Zimmerman and Ronald F. E. Weissman (Newark, Del., 1989),
284–85. See also in Douglas F. Rutledge, ed. Ceremony and Text in the Renaissance:
“The power of ceremony, the magical efficacy of ceremony, was more subtly called into
questioned [sic] by a half-conscious indifference or skepticism that seems to emerge
in a variety of ceremonial contexts.” (12–13). Although I fundamentally disagree with
Greene’s conclusion that all substitute rituals constitute parody and his assertion that
speech act theory is insufficient to explain the complex hermeneutics of ritual in drama, I
am nonetheless indebted to his groundbreaking work in historical semiotics.
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absence from the stage of the actual rituals of the church such as
the Ministration of Baptism and the alternate or substitute forms of
ritual that playwrights in the early modern period invent to stand in
the stead of the actual Prayer Book rites represent not a disrespect
for the sanctioned rituals, but a deep-seated veneration of them. By
clearly demarcating the limits of what theatrical language can and
cannot do, and contrasting that with what ritual language in its proper
context does, early modern playwrights maintained the separate and
special otherness of ritual language and ensured that religious ritual
did not become mere display.
The on-stage presentation of a sacramental ritual runs
the risk of de-valuing the proper performance of the ritual in its
sanctioned time and place; aware of this risk, the Digby author relies
on historical details and other coded signals to diffuse these tensions
and to present not the genuine ritual but a shadow of it—the shadow
of a shadow. Similarly, Massinger frames the moment of on-stage
baptism in his play in ways that markedly distance it from the rite
as performed in the contexts sanctioned by the Book of Common
Prayer. Both playwrights found the sort of shadow between motion
and act, between idea and reality that could contain both the
didactic and entertainment ends they sought without unraveling the
hermeneutics of either ritual performance or dramatic fiction.
Scholars studying The Conversion of St. Paul in the Digby
manuscript have articulated a range of views concerning the
mechanics of staging the play and have in particular been concerned
with determining where the audience stood in relationship to the
action performed. Audience position and either fixity or mobility
is no doubt important to the uptake of the play but scholarship to
date has not fully focused on what exactly is being taken up and in
particular how the conversion and baptism of the fictionalized St.
Paul relates to baptismal practice and meaning in the church.9
9 See F.J. Furnivall, The Digby Plays. New Shakespeare Society, 1882; rptd. EETS.ES
120. (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1896); rptd. 1930, 1960; Glynne Wickham, “The Staging of Saint
Plays in England” in The Medieval Drama, ed. Sandro Sticca (Albany: SUNY Press, 1972),
99-119; Mary del Villar, “Some Approaches to the Medieval English Saint’s Play,” RORD
15/16 (1972-73), 83-91; Glynne Wickham, ed., English Moral Interludes (London: Dent,
1976); Donald C. Baker, J.L. Murphy, and L.B. Hall, eds., The Late Medieval Religious
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Whether the audience remains stationary or moves to various
stations to experience the play need not influence the central issue I
wish to explore here, which deals with the staging of the conversion
and subsequent baptism of Saul. While audience progression may
link the play more concretely to the ritual actions of prayer inside
of the church, I maintain that the play’s structure reveals that the
key moments of conversion and baptism—however important their
didactic function of recalling the individual audience members’ own
faith and baptism—are presented in a way that reaches more towards
historical verisimilitude than towards the on-stage performance of
sacramental ritual.
In addition to debates over the practical details of staging
these plays, scholarly attention to date has been paid to some of the
practicalities and hermeneutical challenges of presenting miracles on
stage; however, far less consideration has been given to the potential
disruptions of systems of significance in presenting religious ritual
action inside of a dramatic fiction. Darryll Grantley has explored the
likely stage effects employed in late-medieval theatrical practice to
portray miraculous events. Drawing on play texts and contemporary
accounts, Grantley concludes that these stage effects were likely
both complex and sophisticated; since the stage effects “themselves
appeared to be miraculous, they contributed to the credibility of
the wonders on stage.”10 While a late-medieval English theatre
audience was primed to believe in miracles, surely, no matter how
great the stage effects, these audiences would not actually confuse
the pyrotechnics of the stage for a genuine miracle.
In the Digby text of The Conversion of St. Paul there is not
only miracle—God speaks and exercises divine power through
lightning and other effects—there is also ritual. The story told
is that of the biblical Apostle Paul, who, prior to his conversion,
was a powerful force in the persecution of early Christians. His
Plays (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1982), xxviii; Clifford Davidson, “The Middle English Saint
Play and Its Iconography” in The Saint Play in Medieval Europe, ed. Clifford Davidson
(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute/Western Michigan UP, 1986).
10 Darryll Grantley, “Producing Miracles,” Aspects of Early English Drama, ed. Paula
Neuss (London: D.S. Brewer, 1983), 78.

Quidditas 30 (2009) 62

conversion represents a miracle, and his baptism the ritualized,
formal acceptance of divine will.
Tension and anxiety over the nature of drama, and in
particular the relationship between the church’s performative rituals
and drama, are not necessarily strictly the provenance of twentiethcentury literary scholars and cultural theorists. In their own right
the writers and producers of late medieval and early modern English
drama were keenly aware of these tensions.
Moreover, their critics certainly were. The principal antitheatrical treatise of the earlier period is the well known A tretise of
miraclis pleyinge. The anonymous author of A tretise identifies a
central tension, the conflict between word and deed, in the fictional
representation of biblical miracles:
sithen miraclis of Crist and of hise seintis weren thus efectuel,
as by oure bileve we ben certein, no man shulde usen on bourde
and pleye the miraclis and werkis that Crist so ernystfully
wroughte to oure helthe. For whoever so dothe, he errith in the
byleve, reversith Crist, and scornyth God.11

The author of this treatise clearly distrusts the sort of amazing stage
effects employed for the on-stage representation of miracles, not so
much suggesting that the audience would confuse them for genuine
miracles but that any counterfeit of divine action is de facto against
the will of God.
How can the miraculous works of Christ and, perhaps of
more importance, the ritual representations that the Church uses to
recreate those miracles in the present be presented on stage and not
be seen as a reversal, a devaluing of not only the original historical
event but the ritualized action that seeks to recreate the significance
of Christian miracles for believers? The author of A tretise does not
single out rituals specifically, but in his concern (echoing Plutarch’s
redaction of Plato’s comments on mimesis) does identify the kind of
hermeneutic challenge that is presented in the potential disruption
of the relationship between word and deed that infuses ritual words

11 Clifford Davidson, ed. A Tretise of Miraclis Pleyinge (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute/
Western Michigan UP, 1993), 93.
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and actions with actionable power when these rituals are framed by
a performative fiction.12
So sithen thise miraclis pleyinge been oneley singnis, love
withoute dedis, they ben not onely contrarious to the worschipe
of God—that is both in sign and in dede . . . .13

Here the author has his finger on a central theory of ritual practice:
“ritualization” occurs through the empowered interaction of word
and deed; ritual is both thought and action.14 The one without the
other—words without belief, belief without performed words and
actions—is void of its complete significance.
A sermon, for example, clearly aims to instruct and inspire
through impassioned, believed words. But it is not a ritual per se.
While sermons can and often do taken on a performative aspect
they do not rely on the magical power of invoked words to achieve
a transformative end. Like a sermon, ritual words uttered out of
context—outside of the appropriate ritual form or frame—do not
enact ritualized power in the same way that ritual words uttered by
appropriate ritual actors, who believe in the potential of ritualization
through specific words and deeds, do. “[F]or these miraclis pleyinge
been verrey leesing as they ben signis withoute dede and for they
been verrey idlenesse.”15
There is indeed a theory of ritual and dramatic performance
underpinning the concerns of A tretise of miraclis pleyinge, a theory
that has greater complexity than has generally been acknowledged.16
12 Barish, Anti-Theatrical Prejudice, 34.
13 Davidson, Tretise, 99.
14 I take the term “Ritualization” from (and use it as defined by) Catherine Bell in Ritual
Theory, Ritual Practice (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1992), 112.
15

Davidson, Tretise, 99.

16 Another version of this theory would later be articulated by the Prague Circle in the
1920s. Jindrich Honzl, avant-garde theatre director and one of the central artist/theorists
of the Prague Circle asserts: “Ritual actions not connected with a real, nonsymbolic action
exceed the limits of the normal, disrupt the individual’s mental health or the stability of
social relations and have an antisocial effect.” See Jindrich Honzl, “Ritual and Theatre,”
The Prague School: Selected Writings, 1929-1946, ed. Peter Steiner (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1982), 149.

Quidditas 30 (2009) 64

The author(s?) of the Digby Conversion of St. Paul was, like
the author of A tretise of miraclis pleyinge, acutely aware of the
hermeneutic challenge of presenting a serious church ritual inside
the frame of a holiday play and the important role that context and
convention play in generating one kind of meaning while avoiding
other kinds of meaning.17
Victor I. Scherb has commented on the frame structure of
The Conversion of St. Paul arguing that the central conversion
scene is framed on either side by the stable groom scene and
Paul’s baptism.18 Scherb reads the stable groom scene as a comic
foreshadowing of Paul’s conversion in which a proud man is made
humble and changed to a “new lore.”19 The frame around the
central conversion of Paul is then completed by Paul’s baptism;
the baptism itself is a completion of the divine will through human
actors.20 Scherb further argues that the presentation of the baptism
serves a larger purpose:
Baptism is, of course the means by which Christians are initiated
into the community of faith and, in effect, become converts.
Paul’s experience is thus linked to the audience’s own and,
by extension “þis blyssyd sacrament” in which they have also
participated provides them with their own moment on the road
to Damascus.21

While Scherb’s discussion of the play’s frame structure is useful, he
arguably does not go far enough in exploring the complexity of this
structure and the details of the scenes that comprise the frame of the
central conversion episode.
17
As J.L Austin would much later make explicit, context is supremely important to
the efficacy of speech acts. See Austin’s “Rule A.1” in How to Do Things With Words
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, second ed., 1962) 14.
18 Victor I. Scherb, “Frame Structure in The Conversion of St. Paul,” Comparative
Drama, 26 (1992), 122-39.
19 Ibid., 131.
20 Ibid., 133.
21 Ibid., 133.
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Scherb is certainly right that one way in which the
frame structure creates meaning is to comically foreshadow the
conversion and then to translate the meaning of Paul’s conversion
into a reminder of personal conversion and salvation through a
remembrance of baptism. However, if the stable groom scene is a
comic foreshadowing of Paul’s conversion and baptism, it is also
a parody of it. More recently, Irena Janicka-Swiderska has argued
that the stable groom scene is only “loosely connected with the main
subject, through the motif of the horse.”22 On the contrary, I would
argue, following Sherb, that the structure of the play reveals a far
more considered and intricately linked exploration of ritual and antiritual through parody.
The stable groom arrives on the scene and attempts to affect
a kind of self-generated social conversion. The stable groom’s scene
is linked with ritual baptism, serving as one bookend around the
central conversion scene, the other bookend being a representation
of the ritual itself. The details of the stable groom scene also reveal
a social fantasy in which the stable groom can enact his own social
advancement by proclamation, or, more specifically, denial of his
social status. The details of Saul’s conversion as presented here are
likewise rife with social and power significance. Saul is here clearly
presented as a member of the knightly class; his conversion brings
him low—literally and figuratively—and through his baptism he is
brought into a kind of universal equality with all believers. It is
necessary to note that the writer of the Digby play was not alone
in seeing baptism—much like death and the Last Judgment—as a
great equalizer of Humankind. One of the Patristic writers, St. John
Chrysostom in his Baptismal Instructions notes that
It is certainly marvelous and contrary to expectation, but this
rite does away with all difference and distinction of rank. Even
if a man happens to enjoy worldly honor, if he happens to glitter
with wealth, if he boasts of high lineage or the glory which is
his in this world, he stands side by side with the beggar and with
him who is clothed in rags, and many a time with the blind and

22 Irena Janicka-Swiderska, “Two saints’ plays/conversion plays from Bodleian Ms
Digby 133.” Studia Anglica Posnaniensia: International Review of English Studies, 38
(2002), 279-94, 281.
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the lame. Nor is he disgusted by this, because he knows that all
these difference find no place in the world of the spirit, where
one looks only for a soul that is well disposed.23

The Digby stable groom has a far more modest vision. He does
not dream so big as to believe that he can suddenly move from the
serving class to the ruling class or to a state of universal equality, but
does dream of transcending his humble existence when he asserts
(to another servant) that he is no hosteler but rather a gentleman’s
servant (lines 89-91). His fellow servant undoes his claim by
describing a kind of anti-baptism:
In good fayth, I wenyd yow had bene an hosteler verely!
I sye suche another jentylman wyth yow a barowful bare
Of horsedowng and doggys tordys, and sych other gere.
And how yt happenyd a mervelous chance betyde:
Your felow was not suer of foote, and yet he went very brode,
Butt in a cow tord both dyd slyde! (96-101)24

Here the stable groom, by some sort of “mervolus chance” or quasimiracle, falls and is immersed in horse and dog excrement. These
earthly (and earthy) elements begrime the stable groom and reaffirm
his identity. The narrated scene thus works as an inversion of both the
conversion scene which follows it where, by divine miracle, Saul falls
from his horse and is converted from his Christian-persecuting ways,
and is a parody of the baptism ritual (including the staged version
which follows Saul’s conversion) where the candidate is immersed
in water infused with the Holy Spirit and washed clean in such a
way as to become a new person. There is no conversion here and
no transformation. Indeed, this is an anti-ritual, an everyday event,
for surely as a stable groom this servant dealt in feces on a regular
basis—which serves to deny the stable groom the transformation he
attempts to enact through words. There is a divergence in word and
deed here (although interestingly, we only “see” the stable groom’s
anti-baptism through the words of his fellow servant), a divergence
23 Paul W. Harkins, tr. St. John Chrysostom: Baptismal Instructions. Ancient Christian
Writers: The Works of the Fathers in Translation No. 31 (New York: Newman Press, 1963),
48.
24 All quotations and references are to The Digby Conversion of St. Paul in Early English
Drama: An Anthology, ed. John C. Coldewey (New York: Garland, 1993) 164-185. Line
numbers are listed parenthetically.
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which I argue only continues as the drama goes on to present the
biblically documented conversion and baptism of Saul.
The stable groom refuses to be undone by the assertions
of his fellow servant, claiming that he has never seen him before.
The stable groom twice denies his fellow servant, refusing to
acknowledge his true identity and seems well on his way to at least
a third denial when he as suddenly abandons his pretense of social
transcendence. When the First Knight addresses the stable groom
as such and commands him to do his job, the stable groom complies,
reaffirming the social hierarchy not only through his actions, but
also through his words. Word and deed are reconciled:
MILES 1: Now, stabyllgrom, shortly bryng forth away
The best horse, for owur lorde wyll ryde.
STABLE-GROOM: I am full redy.
Here ys a palfray,
There can no man a better bestryde
He wyll conducte owur lorde and gyde
Thorow the world; he ys sure and abyll
To bere a gentyllman, he [ys] esy and prophetabyll. (120-26)

Or are words and deeds truly reconciled here? This is, after
all, the very horse that throws Saul and thus is instrumental in his
conversion. Acknowledging a divine agency that is larger than
any human power—presented in the drama as a “fervent” or flash
of lightning—it is nonetheless tantalizing to read the unruliness
of the horse as foreseen, if not somehow planned and anticipated,
by the disaffected stable groom.25 Independent of such difficult
psychological character circumspection, however (how can we
know what a fictional character truly does and does not know?), it
is necessary to observe that the stable groom’s claims are, as in his
own attempts at social advancement, comically ineffective.
Perhaps a further underlying chord to the humor in this scene
rests in the significance of names and naming. The stable groom
wants to be known as, and addressed as, a gentleman’s servant. The
difference in response that the stable groom makes when addressed
25 The moment of Saul’s conversion was of considerable iconographic significance in the
late-Middle Ages. See Davidson’s discussion of the visual elements and resonance with
paintings and church windows in “The Middle English Saint Play and Its Iconography,”
The Saint Play in Medieval Europe (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute/Western Michigan UP,
1986), especially 98-105.
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as “hosteler” by his fellow servant and “stabyllgrom” by the First
Knight is predicated on differences of class and power such that the
entire scene operates as a conservative reminder that one must not
over-reach their place in the social order.
Perhaps the joke is also a linguistic one lost to us in the recesses
of time. Is this stable groom hostile towards the label “hosteler”?
There is little evidence—apart perhaps from this scene—for any
such connotative difference between “hosteler” and “stable groom.”
The Oxford English Dictionary (second edition) cross-references
“hostler” or the shortened form “ostler” with “groom.”
However, the Middle English Dictionary illuminates the
possible sources of this term as an insult. While “hoster” (and
later “hostiler”) is in use meaning an “innkeeper” from c. 1300,
two other terms may have relevance here. The first is “hostiāri”
(Latin ostiarius), a “Doorkeeper, ostiary, the lowest of the minor
orders in the church” which is in use from 1475. The second is a
secondary meaning for “hostiler” which can mean both an innkeeper
in a general sense or perhaps more specifically a “brothel keeper”
or even a “prostitute.”26 The stable groom, by responding to a label
with potentially negative connotations, seeks to reform and re-name
himself.
To baptize is also to christen (as the word is used within
the play at line 319) and thus to reform and re-name. A tertiary
meaning of “christen” is also to give or receive a name at baptism.
The OED dates the first usage of “christen” in this tertiary sense (to
give or receive a name) to 1405. One such historical example of
a new name received in baptism is the central figure of the Digby
play, Saul. The play is consistent with the book of Acts, however,
wherein the shift from pre-Christian Saul to Christian Paul is not
immediately and explicitly linked with baptism but simply occurs
several chapters later. The Digby playwright adheres to the details
in Acts quite faithfully:
Then Ananias went to the house and entered it. Placing his
hands on Saul, he said, “Brother Saul, the Lord—Jesus, who
26 See Middle English Dictionary, “hostiler” 2(b).
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appeared to you on the road as you were coming here—has
sent me so that you may see again and be filled with the Holy
Spirit.” Immediately, something like scales fell from Saul’s
eyes, and he could see again. He got up and was baptized and
after taking some food, he regained his strength. (Acts 9: 1719, NIV)

A few chapters later—specifically at Chapter 13, verse 9—a
seemingly significant fact is dropped casually and in passing: “Then
Saul, who was also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit . . . .”
The fundamental change in individual name as a part of
christening or baptism, if predicated on the story of Saul’s conversion
and renaming as Paul, is far less explicit in the biblical details than
one might expect. The accepted effects of baptism—transformation
that is registered in part by a new name—is thus absent from the play.
The stable groom attempts to transform and rename himself only to
fail while the character of Saul is transformed in ways consistent
with the Biblical record, but notably different from the rite and its
effects as the audience would have known and witnessed it as part
of the rituals of the church.
St. John Chrysostom’s Baptismal Instructions include the
repeated injunction that candidates for baptism are baptized into
Christ and thus put on Christ.27 Chrysostom explains that the newly
baptized are new creations through the power of the Water and
the Word.28 Chrysostom, glossing Paul’s letter to the Corinthians,
explicitly asserts that “Faith in Christ and Baptism are a New
Creation,” further explaining that this is not merely a change in
appearance (although Chrysostom often uses the image of being
newly-clothed and wearing new garments—a figurative and literal
truth of the baptism) but that the change, the new creation, is
fundamental.29
27 Harkins, Baptismal Instructions, 41, 47, 176.
28 Ibid., 137-39.
29 Ibid., 71.
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Within the drama, the use of a change in costume carries
greater significance for communicating such a fundamental change.
Saul, once converted sheds his costume, presumably either armor
or rich garments signifying his class and station, for “dyscyplys
wede” (S.D. 501). While Chrysostom does not point to individual
re-naming as part of the ritual significance of baptism, he does
suggest that those re-created through baptism take on the name of
the Faithful and the Newly-Illumined. Moreover, it is the power of
Christ’s name invoked that gives the ritual act of baptism its power.
Eamon Duffy discusses the power of the “vertu of names”
and specifically the name of Christ as a charm and as ritual words.30
The links to magic and superstition that the power of Christ’s name
carried in the late Middle Ages in no way diminishes the power
such a belief held in the popular imagination. Names and words
held significant power. Such a belief is a prerequisite of course
for ritualization; but words do not have power independent of their
context, a reality to which the Digby author is clearly sensitive.
The significance of names within the ritual enactment of
conversion and baptism then is slippery and so too in the context
of the Digby play is the signification of a dramatic representation of
conversion and baptism. The words of the rite as presented in the
drama are strikingly real. Ananias confers “thys crystening”(319)
upon Saul in order to purge him of sin and recreate him as whole,
“in nomine patris et filij et spiritus sancti, Amen” (331). The words
here invoke the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,
and as both Chrysostom’s Baptismal Instructions, The Lay Folks’
Catechism (c. 1357) and the theories of ritual practice codified by
Bell all powerfully suggest, it is these very words that in proper
context, provide the power for the ritual act to take place.
There is more to the ritual than merely the invocation of the
Trinity, however. While crucial to the ritual, the words are not
the sole constituent. Actors are needed of course, in this instance
30 Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England c. 1400 c.1580 (New Haven: Yale UP, 1992), 284-5.
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a candidate and a priest; and one crucial property is also required:
water. Chrysostom discusses the nature of the water, its sanctification
through the Holy Spirit and its spiritually cleansing and recreative
powers no less than a dozen times.31 Another document more
contemporary to the Digby plays than the writings of Chrysostom,
The Lay Folks’ Catechism (c. 1357), likewise stresses the significance
of water in the rite, making the distinction that baptism must be done
“anely in water, / For nanothir licour is leuefull tharfore.”32
In the text of the Digby Conversion there are elements that
we are left to speculate upon in terms of performance, the most
crucial of which is the use of water. Saul, restored to sight, implores
Ananias “at the watery streme / Baptyse me, hartely I the[e] prate,
/ Among your numbyr that I electe and chosen be may!” (308-10).
Ananias then leads Saul “Onto this well of mych vertu” where he
instructs him to kneel and then “crysten[s]” him as noted above.
While several key elements are present it is crucial to note that the
ritual as presented on stage does not appear to follow the precise
form of words—apart from the Latin invocation of the Trinity—that
comprised the official ritual. The contextual details of the ritually
significant water are also suspect.
Coldewey glosses Ananias’s reference to “the watery streme”
(308) and “this well of mych vertu” (311) to mean a font, and
Clifford Davidson concurs, stating that: “While the text suggests
that the baptism should take place at a stream or brook, the evidence
of iconography would suggest that in fact some kind of baptismal
font could have been used.”33
The iconographic and more significantly the hermeneutic
significance of such a property presents potentially momentous
31 Chrysostom appears to advocate adult baptism and full immersion – two ritual
controversies that will not be discussed here but that are an important component of the
larger historical and intellectual context of possible on-stage representations of baptism.
32 T. F. Simons and H.E. Nolloth, eds. The Lay Folks’ Catechism (London: Kegan Paul,
1901), 62, lines 288-9.
33

Davidson, “Saint Play,” 102.
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conflicts, however. An on-stage baptism at a well of some sort, or
as Saul details, a stream or brook would heighten the scene’s sense
of historical removal from the audience’s present. Moreover, the
visual tableau created by the presence of stream or brook links Saul’s
baptism to the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist in the River
Jordan. To move the baptism closer into the late-medieval Catholic
Church would complicate the already complex relationship between
drama and ritual unnecessarily.
Benjamin Griffin has suggested that we look to Saints plays
as the precursors of the English History play; I would likewise
maintain that a desire for historical representation—as opposed to
a representation of lived ritual experience—is at the heart of this
particular saint’s play.34 A genuine baptismal font, of course, would
contain Holy Water, and while neither Chrysostom nor the Lay
Folks’ Catechism are explicit on the consecration of the baptismal
water, the editor of Chrysostom’s Baptismal Instructions points out
that the Apostolic Constitutions as well as Theodore of Mopsuestia
and Cyril of Jerusalem all stress the necessity of consecrated water
in the baptism ritual.35
The ritual power of baptism is, as Eamon Duffy has observed,
powerfully linked to exorcism; Duffy asserts that medieval baptism
was in fact as concerned with the expulsion of the Devil as it was
with the ritual cleansing and reunification with God asserted in the
baptismal liturgy. Elaborate prayers and ceremonies preceded the
immersion of the child at the font. “These ceremonies centered on
the exorcism and blessing of salt and of baptismal water, and finally
of the child.”36
If the water in the on-stage representation of Saul’s baptism
is that of a stream (real or somehow part of the stage scenery
34 Benjamin Griffin, “The Birth of the History Play: Saint, Sacrifice, and Reformation”
SEL: Studies in English Literature 1500-1900 39 (1999), 217-37.
35 Harkins, Baptismal Instructions, 216-17 n. 22.
36 Duffy, Stripping of the Altars, 280.
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through, for example, a backdrop) or a well and not a baptismal font,
this perhaps serves as a coded language to the audience, reminding
them simultaneously of the shadowy or representational nature
of the performance and the historical remove of the scene being
played. Such a performance is no less effective in reminding the
audience of their own baptism, which is clearly part of the overall
didactic purpose of the play as Scherb suggests. The distance in
performativity between the ritual as witnessed inside the church
walls and on the holiday stage maintains the difference between a
dramatic representation of ritual and the genuine performance of
that ritual; these details serve as a reminder for the audience that this
is a dramatic performance and not a ritual performance. Moreover,
this distance serves to protect and maintain the sanctity of the ritual
performance; outside the frame of dramatic performance, when the
complete ritual is performed by the appropriate clergy—those who
are “in wit and in will for to gyff it” in the words of The Lay Folks’
Catechism—and not by mere players, it will retain its powers for
ritualization.37
Looking through the frame of a fictional performance then,
the audience is required to distinguish between the historical Saul
and the actor representing him, between the true rite of holy baptism
(a ritual performance) and a fictional representation of it (a dramatic
performance). The text provides subtle clues as to how this distance
was likely achieved in performance, revealing the likelihood that
the author was aware of these tensions. The ritual act of baptism
inside the frame of a dramatic fiction is deliberately incomplete thus
avoiding the problematic situation of a debasement of a significant
ritual act.
The actor is not re-baptized although a near-enough
approximation of the rite is achieved to portray the historical baptism
of the biblical Saul.38 This is not so much necessary because the
37 Simons and Nolloth, Lay Folks’ Catechism, 64, line 290.

38 Chrysostom specifically denies that a second baptism can bring about a second
remission of sins (see 239 n. 49). The Lay Folks’ Catechism discusses the issue of a second
baptism, insisting that in the form of the baptism if it

sal rightly be taken als halikirk teches . . .
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audience lacks the sophistication to distinguish between fact and
fiction as because in the enactment of the baptism, ritual fact is wholly
predicated on the forms and context of words and the ritualized
interaction of word and deed; if the words are truly to have power,
if they are truly able to do the work that believers maintain that they
do in their proper context, then either additional cues or contextual
framing—or altogether different words—are necessary to prevent
the properly performed and contextually-framed ritual utterances of
being stripped of their transformative power.39
A similar framing action is placed around the performance
of an on-stage baptism in Philip Massinger’s The Renegado. Like
the baptism performed as part of the Digby St. Paul, the baptism
performed as part of the dramatic action of Massinger’s play is
framed in ways that highlight its distance from the liturgically
sanctioned ritual. Indeed, in one of the few articles published on
this play Peter F. Mullaney argues that the “apparent seriousness”
and “surface realism” of this performance is part of a larger pattern
in the play whereby “religion is divorced from the real world and
from human significance so as to become part of the artifice in plays
that seek to move audiences rather than to inform them.”40
It is important first to look at the specific details of the
. . . that he that takes it
Be nouthir lered, ne of lawed, baptized before;
For if the prest be in were of him that sal take it,
Whethier he be baptized before or he be nought,
Than sall he say the wores upon this wise—
If thou be noght baptized, I baptize the
In the name of the the fadir and the son and the haligast.
(page 64, lines 292-8).

39 The fear of just such a stripping away of ritual power is suggestively what motivates
revision of the Late Banns in Chester sometime in the later mid-sixteenth century (c. 1560s
or 1570s) prohibiting the counterfeiting of ritual and specifically the baptism ritual. See
Lawrence M. Clopper, “Lay and Clerical Impact on Civic Religious Drama and Ceremony”
in Contexts for Early English Drama, eds. Marianne G. Briscoe and John C. Coldewey
(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1989), 102-37; especially 103, 109.
40 Peter F. Mullaney, “Massinger’s The Renegado: Religion in Stuart Tragicomedy,”
Genre, 5(1972), 138-52, 149.
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“baptism” that is performed on-stage in Massinger’s play. After
the illicit love of the Christian Vitelli and the Muslim niece of the
Viceroy of Tunis, Donusa, is discovered, the two are to be executed.
Vitelli urges Donusa to “Dye in my faith like me” (4.3.151) and
she agrees, rejecting Mohammed: “Then thus I spit at Mahomet”
(4.3.158), and consents to be baptized.41 In the scene immediately
following, Vitelli consults Francisco, a Jesuit Priest, on the means
of effecting a baptism, asking the priest “Whether in me a layman,
without orders / It may not be religious and lawfull / As we goe to
our deaths to doe that office?” (5.1.30-2). Francisco resolves him:
A question in it selfe, with much ease answere’d;
Midwiues vpon necessity performe it,
And Knights in Holy-Land fought for
The freedome of Hierusalem, when full
Of sweat, and enemies blood, haue made their Helmets
The fount, out of which with their holy hands
They drew that heauenly liquor: ’t was approu’d then
By the Holy Church, nor must I thinke it now
In you a worke less pious. (5.1.33-41)

What is thus established is an argument for the performance of the
right in extremis, supporting, for the purposes of the plot, the efficacy
of its performance based on precedent. Both precedent and eventual
stage action are notably not the church ritual.
The imagined location of Donusa’s “baptism” is not inside a
church; there is no font, no altar. The authority baptizing her is not
an actor costumed as a priest and the language used to represent the
ritual is decidedly not the language of the Book of Common Prayer.
A servant enters with water; per the stage directions published with
with the play when printed in 1624, Vitelli “Throwes it on her face”
as the symbolic cleansing and “baptism” that corresponds with his
lines:
41 This and all subsequent quotation from The Renegado are taken from the Plays and
Poems of Philip Massinger, 5 vs., ed. P. Edwards and C. Gibson
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), 2: 1-96
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Throwne thus upon the forehead, it hath power
To purge those spots that cleaue vpon the mind,
If thankfully receiu’d. (5.2.111-16)

Thus, while the action represented is symbolic of a baptism, the form
is decidedly distant from the ritual with which Massinger’s audience
would be familiar. The demands of a verisimilar setting (a Muslim
nation without Christian churches) and the overly dramatic nature
of the play (the eponymous renegade, Antonio Grimaldi, redeems
himself in the play’s conclusion by rescuing Vitelli and Donusa,
saving their lives and enabling them to return to Italy) lead the
playwright to invent a substitute for the liturgically-sanctioned ritual.
This substitute satisfies the needs of the plot without threatening to
demean the church ritual as it makes no real attempt to put anything
approximating the proscribed ritual on stage.
In between the two scenes I have discussed (4.3 and 5.2),
we are told in passing, another ritual has been performed off stage:
the marriage of Donusa and Vitelli—“the forme / And ceremony
past” (5.2.59-60)—has been achieved with the exchange of vows,
presumably under the supervision and authority of Francisco. But
the actual ritual, like the actual ritual of baptism, is absent.
While there may be considerable dramatic and artistic (as
well as chronological time) between the Digby Conversion of
St. Paul and Massinger’s late-Jacobean The Renegado, they are
linked by a sensitivity to the limits of what sorts of miracles and
transformations—especially as subsequently embodied and codified
as religious rituals—the theater can or will represent. The theater
can not or will not borrow the script of sanctioned religious ritual
performance and attempt to put that performance, imbued by the
community with the power to transform in genuine ways, into
the “as if” of theatrical performance. Both the Conversion of St.
Paul and The Renegado provide us with texts deeply sensitive to
the hermeneutic Gordian knot present in the presentation of words
infused with ritual meaning inside of a dramatic entertainment
While a critical and theoretical vocabulary did not yet
exist to identify some of the complexities of how ritual words
convey meaning and how the elements of ritual can be deliberately
manipulated to prevent the process of ritualization, those processes
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nonetheless existed. In manipulating the details of ritual performance
and dramatic performance, both Massinger and the Digby author
signal their awareness of these processes and contribute to an
ongoing dialogue on the construction of meaning through the ritual
and non-ritual enactment of words and deeds. These playwrights
clearly understood that between the idea and the reality there exists a
shadowy space with enormous room for both significance and play.
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